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MENTAL HEALTH SYSTEM FAILS MORE CHILDREN THAN IT SERVES

The Little Hoover Commission today recommended reforms to the mental health

system that would help children succeed in school, stay out of trouble and develop

into healthy adults.

If enacted, the reforms would encourage communities to make better use of

existing resources, increase the role of private health insurance in financing care, and

allow policy-makers to confidently spend more public money when it is available.

In its report, Young Hearts and Minds: Making a Commitment to Children’s Mental

Health, the Commission concluded that California rations care to those children with

the greatest needs – missing the opportunity to provide cost-effective preventive care.

Without adequate care, many children end up in the juvenile justice system, drop out

of school and carry their troubles into adulthood.

Each year, about 1 million children in California experience a mental health-

related problem, but only about 150,000 of those children are served through the

public system.  As with the adult system, the Commission asserted that the goal

should be to provide services to everyone who needs care by improving public services

and expanding the role of private-pay care.

The Commission also concluded that many of the problems limiting the quality of

mental health care are the same problems that plague juvenile justice, child welfare

and other services that are attempting to help troubled children and their families.

“We forego opportunities to prevent harm.  We fail to integrate services.  We

measure little and demand even less,” said Michael Alpert, chairman of the

Commission.  “We must redesign this billion-dollar system.”

  In addition to the mental health-related reforms, the Commission recommended

ways the State could better support communities that are fundamentally rethinking

how they serve children and families who are dealing with a variety of related

challenges.



Under the guidance of the state Department of Mental Health, California’s counties are the

primary providers of mental health services to children.  Statewide, community mental health

programs spend $2 billion a year; less than half of that is estimated to be spent on children.

Additional services are available through schools, the juvenile justice system or health care

programs.

But whether children are adequately served depends on how they are defined by a complex

set of eligibility rules and whether the right services are even available where the family lives.

Some communities receive more funds from the State than others, but no community is held to

statewide standards or even guided by a comprehensive set of best practices.

To solve these and other problems, the Commission recommended the following:

� Counties should comprehensively assess the needs of children in their communities,

whether those are being met, and what is needed to fill the gaps in services.  The State

should set standards and provide clear expectations for desired outcomes and support

cost-effective prevention strategies.

� The State should streamline funding rules to reduce administrative costs and create

incentives to continuously improve services.

� Counties must be able to hire, train and retain managers and staff who can set and

achieve goals for children. State education, training and workforce development

programs should coordinate their efforts to attract and train – and help providers retain

– competent professionals.

� The State should reform funding and regulations for a variety of children’s programs to

give counties greater flexibility for using resources based on the needs of children in

exchange for clearer accountability for progress.

“The mental health field is filled with dedicated, hard-working people who are trying to help

children succeed, but the rules and regulations work against them,” Alpert said. “Some of these

people work in schools, others in health care or social services.  For the sake of the children,

we need to give these professionals a fighting chance to change lives.”

The Little Hoover Commission is a bipartisan and independent state agency charged with

reviewing state programs and policies and recommending ways to increase their efficiency and

effectiveness.  The Commission’s recommendations are sent to the Governor and the

Legislature for their consideration.

The Commission released a report on the adult mental health system in November 2000

titled Being There: Making a Commitment to Mental Health.  Copies of both reports can be

obtained by contacting the Commission or visiting its Web site: www.lhc.ca.gov.
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